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Baylen: William Archer, W. T. Stead

WILLIAM ARCHER, W. T. STEAD, AND
THE THEATRE.
SOME UNPUBLISHED LETTERS
by Joseph O. Baylen

The success of the editors of the Pall Mall Gazette, John Morley
and W. T. Stead, in attracting to the journal a brilliant staff during
the period 1880-1890 did much to make the P.M.G. one of the most
important evening papers in London.1 Morley and his successor,
Stead, solicited the contributions of such essayists, novelists, and
literary critics as John Ruskin, Frederic Harrison, Oscar Wilde,
Rider Haggard, Arthur Conan Doyle, Stopford Brooke, George
Meredith, George Bernard Shaw, and the dramatic critic, William
Archer. Of this array of talent, Shaw and Archer were regular
staff members.
Archer’s work as a literary critic for the P.M.G. began in 1884,
encompassed the years of Stead’s stormy editorship (1883-1890),
and terminated under Stead’s successor, Edward T. Cook.2 While
his efforts for The World enabled Archer to establish his reputa
tion as a dramatic critic, the better paying P.M.G. advanced his
repute as a literary critic. His style of criticism was attractive and
won the respect of both the authors of the books he reviewed and
the more sophisticated readers of the P.M.G.3 Archer’s relations
with Stead were cordial, but never intimate; and although they
were almost complete opposites in physical appearance, back1On the Pall Mall Gazette under the editorial direction of Morley (188083) and Stead (1883-90),
J. W. Robertson Scott, The Life and Death
of a Newspaper . . . (London, 1952), 13-259.
2On the life and career of William Archer (1856-1924),
Lt. Col.
C. Archer, William Archer: Life, Work and Friendships (New Haven, 1931);
St. John Ervine, Bernard Shaw, His Life, Work and Friends (London, 1956),
173-75, 179; Archibald Henderson, Bernard Shaw, Playboy and Prophet (New
York, 1932), 257ff, 338ff.
3Ervine, Bernard
174; Joseph O. Baylen, “A Note on William
Archer and the Pall Mall Gazette, 1888,” Studies in English [University of
Mississippi], IV (1963), 21-26.
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ground, and outlook, their relationship was based upon mutual toleration and, at times, even admiration,4 Tall and austere in visage,
Archer the Scot was a sharp contrast to Stead whose Nonconformist
background and Puritan instincts impelled him to avoid the -theatre
as the source of temptation. Yet, in many ways, they were very
much alike. Both were stubborn and uncompromising on matters
of principle and wrote with great enthusiasm, clarity, and independen
They were also alike in their open-handed generosity and
strong prejudice against hypocrisy and cant in any form,5 Finally,
as Stead in time lost his bias against the theatre, he came to ap
preciate Archer’s reverence of Ibsen and his confidence in the
drama as a great potential force for good.
When Stead was imprisoned during 1885 for his attempt to
raise the age of consent for young girls in the “Maiden Tribute”
agitation, Archer staunchly supported his editor,6 But, aside from
his strong conviction that Stead had erred in his method of chal
lenging the ramparts of Victorian hypocrisy, Archer refused to
sever his connection with the paper? He still hoped to persuade
the editor to add a regular dramatic critic to the staff of the
P.M.G. and to enlist Stead’s aid in a crusade against the Lord
Chamberlain’s interference with the development and progress of
the drama in England,

Archer's publication of his essay on “The Censorship of the
Stage” in 1886 was “the first shot” in his long battle against an
institution which he insisted was “one of the chief obstacles” to the
4Ervine, Bernard Shaw, 173. On the life, career, and personality of
W. T. Stead (1849-1912), see Frederic Whyte, Life of W, T, Stead (London,
1924), 2 vols.; Estelle W. Stead, My Father, Personal and Spiritual Remi
niscences (London, 1913); Robertson Scott, Life and Death of a Newspaper,
72-246. Re Stead's early bias against the theatre, see [W. T. Stead], "First
Impressions of the Theatre.—I, From the Outside? Review of Reviews, XXX
(July, 1904), 29-30.
5Cf. Archer, William Archer, 405-06, 410-11. See also the estimate of
Archibald Henderson who knew Archer and also saw him through the eyes
of his friend, Shaw, Henderson, Shaw, Playboy and Prophet, 257, 341. My
comments re similarities between Archer and Stead are based upon a study
of Stead's papers and the works of his daughter, Miss Estelle W. Stead, and
his colleague, J. W. Robertson Scott.
6On Stead and the "Maiden Tribute" agitation, see Charles Terrors
sensationalist account in The Maiden Tribute (London, 1959), 135-222. See
also William Archer to Charles Archer, Nov, 12, 1885. Archer, William
Archer, 159.
?Cf. William Archer to Charles Archer, Sept,
1887, in Archer, William
Archer, 159.
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progress of the English theatre.8 It was on behalf of this cause
that he wrote to Stead in late May and early June, 1886.9 The
argument that the Lord Chamberlain's censorship of the theatre
was "perfectly futile as a safeguard against indecency” on the
stage and "a source of the gravest inconvenience and injustice” to
playwrights was based on the premise that the threatre must not
be hampered in its natural development and in its exposition of
the social and moral problems of society. Yet, Stead, who had
come to know the meaning of censorship by the "respectable pub
lic” as a result of its reaction to his frank revelations in the "Maiden
Tribute” campaign, could not entirely accept Archer’s point of view
arid especially his proposition that "responsibility for morals of the
stage” should be thrown on "the right-minded public, [who require
only] to be awakened to a sense of duty in the matter, by the
abolition of the [Lord Chamberlain’s] office . . . . ” Archer’s re
tort that a theatrical "Vigilance Committee” could check "the
managers [of theatres] who . . . snap their fingers at the Lord
Chamberlain” was a reminder to Stead of how he and other re
formers had attempted, following the "Maiden Tribute” agitation,
to watch the white slave traffic through their organization of vigi
lance committees. In regard to Stead’s contention that London
music halls reflected the low taste of the public to which Archer
proposed to entrust censorship of the theatre, Archer tried to draw
a distinction between the public which patronized the music halls
and that which attended the legitimate theatre. And, while he
conceded that “Greater indecencies” might result from the aboli
tion of the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship, he was confident that
eventually ""the better instincts of the public would effectually as
sert themselves.”
Since Stead was preoccupied with such matters as the Irish
Home Rule question, Archer did not press the issue of theatrical
censorship any further. But he continued his work against the Lord
Chamberlain’s control of the theatre and, in 1892, he appeared be
fore a Select Committee of the Commons reviewing legislation
governing the regulation of the theatre to urge the abolition of

8Ibid., 132.
9Archer to Stead, June 3, 1886. Stead Papers. All quotations cited in
this paragraph are from this letter. I am deeply indebted to Miss Estelle
Vt. Stead and Mr. W. K. Stead for permission to publish this and other
Archer letters from the Stead Papers.
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the censorship animus.10 Not even the Committee’s refusal to end
all censorship of the theatre deterred Archer from his purpose, and
it was largely due to his efforts that the anti-censorship movement
gained sufficient momentum again to challenge the government
on the issue in 1907.

When, during 1907, the Lord Chamberlains office vetoed the
production of Granville Barker’s tragedy, Waste, Archer mobilized
leading dramatists and literary figures in a strong protest to the
Home Secretary and in forcing the appointment of a Joint Select
Committee to investigate the abuses of theatrical censorship. Al
though the Committee rejected Archer’s proposals for the abolition
of censorship, the battle was half won when the Committee’s re
port stirred the Lord Chamberlain’s office to exercise its powers
with greater restraint.11
Archer’s correspondence with Stead languished until, in early
January, 1889, when he attempted to persuade the editor to pub
lish a weekly feuilleton as "a running commentary on the theatri
cal life of the day . . . .” It was a good idea, but Stead was as
yet not ready to accept the theatre as "a great social institution.”
While Archer considered the theatre as a vehicle for the expression
of man’s life and problems, Stead was at this time more concerned
with man’s soul and peace of mind. The divergence of their re
spective points of view was well emphasized in Archer’s criticism
of Stead’s proposal to use his new Review of Reviews as "something
of a confessional” with which to "doctor” souls.12

Archer, nevertheless, did not abandon all hope of winning
Stead’s support for the theatre. Since 1891, he had seconded Miss
Elizabeth Robins in urging Stead to interest himself in the possi
bilities of the theatre as a great force for good. Thus, thirteen years
later, in June, 1904, when Stead announced that he was preparing
to embark upon "a pilgrimage of visitation” to the theatre, Archer
hailed Stead’s decision as "an important piece of theatrical news”
and declared that at long last Stead was facing up to a responsibi
10
William
178.
11Ibid., 308-11.
12See William Archer, “A New Profession: Soul-Doctoring, Daily
Graphic, Jan. 22, 1890. Stead left the Pall Mall Gazette in late 1889
found and edit the Review of Reviews.
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lity which he had hitherto shirked.13 “It will be extremely interest
ing," wrote Archer in The Morning Leader, “to see what impression
the theatre makes upon his vivid imagination and his keen intelli
gence, unwarped by tradition. . . .”14 In his reply to Archer and
“other critics in the press," Stead denied having shunned the theatre
because of his indifference “to the immense potentiality for good,
as for evil, which it possesses.” “I have, indeed,” he now averred,
“been more emphatic in proclaiming the need for the theatre
than any of my critics.”15

Stead, however, was willing to accept advice on his foray into
the theatre. Since Archer, dissatisfied with the summer season pro
duction, advised Stead to defer until autumn his “round of the
theatres,” he delayed his “pilgrimage” until September 23, when
he viewed Beerbohm Tree’s presentation of The Tempest at His
Majesty’s Theatre.16 It was a highly satisfactory experience, which
inspired Stead to write that “If all plays are like this play, then
the prejudice against the theatre is absurd . . . .”17 But the second
play, His Majesty’s Servant, which he attended at the Imperial
Theatre on October 4, left Stead cold. It was to him nothing more
than “an extravagant contrivance for wasting time by impressing
upon the mind false history and absurd conceptions of human na
ture.”18 Nor did he find Arthur Pinero’s A Wife Without a Smile at
Wyndham’s Theatre any more to his liking. Indeed, wrote Stead,
If this be the kind of tonic that enervated playgoers can assimi
late, I should fear to attend another play. . . .”19
As the theatre was beginning to pall on Stead, Archer urged
him to persevere with his experiment by seeing Euripides’ Hippoly13Archer’s comment in The Morning Leader as cited in Whyte, Life
of Stead, II, 247. On the reaction of other dramatic critics and some Non
conformist clerics to Stead’s announcement, see [W. T. Stead], “First
Impressions of the Theatre.—II. Some Comments, Counsel, and Criticism
. . . ,” Review of Reviews, XXX (Aug., 1904), 141-45.
14Ibid.
15[W.
Stead], “First Impressions of the Theatre.—III. Still from the
Outside,” ibid. (Sept., 1904), 269.
16[W. T. Stead], First Impressions of the Theatre. I.—My First Play:
‘The Tempest,’ at His Majesty’s,” ibid. (Oct., 1904), 360-67.
17Ibid., 367.
18[W. T. Stead], “First Impressions of the Theatre.—II. (2) ‘His
sty’s Servant/ . . .,” ibid. (Nov., 1904), 474.

19[W. T. Stead], First Impressions of the Theatre.—II. (3) ‘A Wife
Without a Smile/ by Mr. Pinero, ’ ibid., 475.
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tus at the Court Theatre, Although Stead came to the production
"in a complete and disreputable state of ignorance as to the story
of the play . . . [and] the character of the leading personages," he
found the play "an even more challenging thing than "The Tempest",
. . ."20 He was, indeed, grateful to Archer for having directed him
to a drama which "challenges the foundations of faith, . . . the
eternal principles of divine justice, and dares us to justify the
ways of God to man." No one, he was convinced, could see Hippolytus without feeling that "he is lifted to a loftier region" and
perceiving "a deeper sense of the Divine Reality that
imminent
in all immortal things."21
And so, Archer completed the "conversion" of W. T. Stead,
From 1904 until his tragic death on the Titanic, Stead not only
took the theatre to heart but aided those working for the estab
lishment of a National Theatre and encouraged his daughter, Miss
Estelle W. Stead, in her career as a Shakespearian actress. In his
quiet and patient way, Archer had helped Stead understand the
theatre as "the palace of light and sound" and the mirror of life
that it was to him.22
*****

16 John Street,
Bedford Row, W. C.
31 May, 1886

My dear Mr. Stead
As I know you are not much interested in
theatrical matters I do not trouble you with a
private copy of my new book "About the Thea
tre',23 but I have had a special [sic] taken of
the essay which, in my own mind, gives the book
its raison d’être, and I hope that you will one day
or other do me the honour of reading it when you
half-an-hours leisure.
20[W, To Stead], "First Impressions of the Theatre,-—III, (4) "The
'Hippolytus' of Euripides (Gilbert Murray's Translation)," ibid, (Dec,,
1904), 609.
21Ibid.
22Gf. Ervine, Bernard Shaw, 173.
23Cf. William Archer, About the Theatre; Essays and Studies (London,
1886).
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I don’t know whether you have ever given any
thought to the question of the Censorship; and
if it has ever occurred to you at all, you may
perhaps be under the impression that it is, what
it purports to be, a bulwark of public morality.
After a good deal of thought on the matter I am
strongly of the opinion, that it is perfectly futile
as a safeguard against indecency, while it
in
other respects a source of the gravest inconveni
ence and injustice. My opinion is that the re
sponsibility for morals of the stage should be
thrown on the public, with whom it ultimately
lies, all irresponsible officialism notwithstanding,
and who now only require, I believe, to be
awakened to a sense of their duty in the matter,
by the abolition of the office which nominally
relieves them of responsibility.
I venture to ask you to read and weigh my
arguments. If they strike you as in the main just,
I hope that when the occasion offers you will use
the influence by which you have already initiat
ed such great reforms, to further this smaller but
not unimportant improvement in the same direc
tion. My essay opens with a sketch of the history
of Censorship24 which, if you have ever anything
to say in the matter, you might find it useful.
I am dear Mr. Stead

Yours very sincerely
William Archer

John St.
Bedford Row W. C.
3 June: 86

Dear Mr. Stead

16,

Many thanks for your note—I trust we may one
day have an opportunity of discussing the ques
tion of the Censorship, on which, of course, there
24"The Censorship
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is a great deal more to be said than can go into
a single article.
As to the influence of the public, my argument
on that point merely this: The Censorship hav
ing notoriously failed to secure anything like de
cency, there can at least be no harm in trying
whether the right-minded section of the public
(minority or majority as the case may be) might
not prove a more effective Censor. I argue that
what tolerated by the public now is no criteri
on of what would be tolerated then for the
simple reason that the existence of the Censor
ship deadens the public sense of responsibility. I
believe that the formal abolition of the Censor
ship would lead to the formation of a sort of
theatrical Vigilance Committee (not formally
constituted, perhaps, but none the less effective)
which would keep in check the managers who
now snap their fingers at the Lord Chamberlain.
What is tolerated or demanded at the Music
Halls is scarcely an indication of what would be
accepted at the theatre, for I think you will find
that the Music Hall audience is practically dis
tinct from the theatrical audience, though their
edges no doubt overlap a little. And finally, let
me point out that the lines you quote are not
sung at a Music Hall but at a theatre under the
jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain. They
either have or have not been licensed by him—
in either case proving the futility of the office. It
is this futility upon which I chiefly insist. If the
Censorship were abolished tomorrow, it is quite
conceivable that greater indecencies wd. be tol
erated than are habitually presented at such a
theatre as the Criterion; and on the other hand
it is at least conceivable that the better instincts
of the better portion of the public would effec
tually assert themselves.
I was struck on Monday evening by the ab

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol5/iss1/10

8

Baylen: William Archer, W. T. Stead

99

Joseph O. Baylen

solute inoffensiveness of the American burlesque
Adonis. It is anything but a high-class entertain
ment but something between an extravaganza,
and a variety show—but it is not in the least in
decent. Compare, too, the farce played at the
Strand Theatre, with a similar production at the
Criterion, and I think it
pretty clear that the
New York public is a better censor than our
Great Irresponsible.
Believe me
Yours very truly
William Archer
Gordon Square
W.C.
2 January 89
Dear Mr. Stead

As I see a feuilleton
a standard feature of
the renewed P.M.G.,25 I write to suggest what
has long been in my mind, but has never before
taken shape as a distinct proposition.
You know, of course, that several of the lead
ing Paris papers — [Le] Temps and the [Journal
des] Debats among others—treat the drama in
a regular weekly feuilleton signed by well known
writers—Jules Lemaitre 26 in the two cases I
have mentioned. Wont you try a somewhat sim
ilar experiment here, and put it in my hands? I
have a notion that if I could hit the right style,
I might make the paper a power in the theatrical
world, secure a special clientele for it on my
‘day,’ and by so doing perceptibly increase its
general influence.
25A feuilleton
two to three pages
essays and short stories was an
innovation
desired and finally introduced by Stead in the Pall Mall
Gazette during August, 1888. See J. A. Godley
Stead, Aug. 21, 1888.
Stead Papers.
26Francois Elie Jules Lemaitre (1853-1914), French dramatist and
dramatic critic, was one of Archers Continental friends. Jules Lemaitre, Les
Contemporains; etudes et portraits litteraires . . . (Paris, 1897-1918), 8 vols.;
Theatrical Impressions (London, 1924); Archer, William Archer, 217.
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My article need not in any way interfere with
Charles Morley’s work.27 On the French papers
they have a critic and a paragraphest [sic] as
well as a feuilletoniste. Indeed direct criticism
of new pieces would not be the staple of my mat
ter. It would rather be a running commentary on
the theatrical life of the day in all its aspects.
Today I might treat some question arising out of
the Lyceum [Theatre’s] Macbeth; next week I
might have an interview with some dramatist,
actor or manager, with comments thereon; the
week after, it might be a causerie28 on some new
theatrical book, or some passing event, such as
the Gilbert-Scott quarrel29—and so forth. I think
I may say that during the five years of my con
nection with the World,30 I have made some rep
utation; but the space allowed me there
too
limited, and my function
too strictly confined
to direct criticism of new pieces, to enable me
to work up the influence which I believe might
be acquired—besides, the World has not the right
sort of circulation for my purpose. I am aware
that you take little personal interest in the stage;
but it exists and will continue to exist, a great
social institution—if it
possible to acquire an
influence for good among the thousands con
cerned with and the tens of thousands interested
27
Morley (1853-1916), nephew of the Liberal politician, John
Morley, served as one
Stead’s assistant editors in charge of cultural
features for the P.M.G. and as editor of the weekly Pall Mall Budget. On
the career of Charles Morley, see
Travels in London (London, 1916);
Robertson Scott, Life and Death of a Newspaper, 123, 207; J. Saxon Mills,
Sir Edward Cook, K.B.E. A Biography (New York, 1921), 116-17, 123.
28An informal or chatty essay or review.
29W. S. Gilbert, of Gilbert and Sullivan fame, was well known for his
“fractiousness. In 1888, he gave offense to Clement Scott, the dramatic
critic and anti-Ibsenite foe of Archer, which provoked Scott to savagely
review Gilbert’s production of Brantinghame Hall. The acrimonious exchange
which followed Gilbert’s acid response was the talk of London theatre
circles. Hesketh Pearson, Gilbert, His Life and Strife (New York, 1957), 189,
201. On the conflict between Archer and Scott over Ibsen and the value
of traditional drama,
William Archer, 193-94.
30 Archer served as dramatic critic for The World from 1884 to 1905.
Cf. Ervine,
Shaw, 179.
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in the stage,31 surely the thing is worth doing. I
can imagine that it is an experiment the success
or failure of which could be pretty easily and
conclusively tested though of course it would
take a little time to do so. I hope you will give
the matter fair consideration, and if you would
like to see me about it, I am at your service any
day except Friday, at any time.
Will you allow [me] to add a word of congrat
ulations on the new form of the P.M.G.?32 When
I first heard of the alteration, I confess I felt
doubtful about it; but the first two numbers
have converted me. I never saw a more business
like or better arranged paper.

Believe me
Yours very truly

William Archer
********
National Liberal Club
Whitehall Place,
10 June 1904

Dear Mr. Stead
I implore you to defer for some time—say, until
the autumn—your round of the theatres.33 Not
31It
not until 1890 that Stead, profoundly moved by the Ober
ammergau Passion Play, became interested in "the possible potentiality of
the theatre as a force for ‘
’ and [began] to contemplate a ‘reform’
[which might] make the drama ‘the handmaiden of morality.’” Patrick G.
Hogan, Jr. and Joseph O. Baylen, "G. Bernard Shaw and W. T. Stead. An
Unexplored Relationship,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 [Rice
University], I (Autumn, 1961), 128; see also Stead’s statement in an in
terview published in the Chicago Sunday Tribune, Nov. 12, 1893.
32The format of the P.M.G. was increased in size to a longer form at
the end of 1888. Cf. Pall Mall Gazette, Dec. 30 and 31, 1888.
33Although it
not until
1904, that Stead publicly announced
in the Review of Reviews his intention ‘‘to undertake a personal tour
inquiry through all the Theatres of London in the near future, he had com
municated his intention to Archer and other dramatic
before July in
order to solicit their advice as to what productions they would recommend
as good
for his inquiry. [Stead], ‘‘First Impressions of the Theatre.
—I. From the Outside,” Review of Reviews, XXX (July, 1904), 29.
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for ten years has there been a season so barren
of interest as the present. By some chance which
I cannot explain, all our good men are silent and
all our money-grubbers are hard at work—though
I believe even they are not grubbing much
money. You would get a wholly unfair idea of
the English stage, at this gray end of a bad
season.
I can easily give you full information as to what
goes on in Berlin and Vienna—indeed all over
Germany. As for Paris, I should recommend
you to procure the last issue of Noel [?] and
“Annales (or Annuaire) des Theatre . . .” "Book
shops” (of Arundel Street) will procure it for
you. I have not got a copy, or I would bring it
to you. If you can get a copy of it, I will gladly
come and interpret it to you—I mean I will tell
you the class of play and the class of theatres
concerned in the different articles. It would take
you some time to read them and even then you
would probably not be much the wiser.

Yours very truly
W. Archer
********
Langley Rise,
King’s Langley, Herts.
19 Oct. 1904

Dear Mr. Stead
Thanks for your note. However exhausting
you may find theatre-going, you must on no
account miss the "Hippolytus” of Euripides at
the Court Theatre.34 It quite unique. I wd. sug
34Upon reading Professor Gilbert Murray’s edition
Euripides’ Hippolytus in 1900, Archer deemed it the most readable rendition
the Greek
drama and urged Murray to have it produced. But it
not until May,
1904, that,
the initiative of Archer, H. Granville Barker and the Stage
Society produced Murray’s version of “Hippolytus” at the New Century
Theatre. It was so highly successful that Granville Barker and J. E. Vedrenne
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gest that you shd. go on the Tuesday, Thurs
day or Friday of next week when the perform
ance may probably be better than it this week.
Go to the middle of the dress circle—that is the
place to see it.

Yours very truly

William Archer
chose the play to inaugurate their season at the Court Theatre in October,
1904. The day before Archer’s letter to Stead, he wrote to Professor Murray:
“I like the text
the Hippolytus enormously today. You are really enriching
English literature with these things, Archer, William Archer, 255-56, 265,
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